CHAPTER  X

Defeat on Simvu

THE valley of the Tista, approached by a short descent from
the Penlong pass, is the ordinary route from Gangtok to North
Sikkim. It is a sylvan fairyland which should have inspired
poets; but its name has been more often associated with the
unpleasant topics of malaria and leeches. True, the disease
is common in the lower parts of the valley, especially during
the rains; but the upper reaches, along which the path of ex-
peditions lies, are, except for one stretch, free from it* It is only
in the rainy season that certain sections are overrun with
leeches; at other times of the year they are only found as a
scourge in some unusually moist side-valleys.

When our caravan marched up the four stages between Gang-
tok and Lachhen, at the gate of the Zemu glacier valley, the
drought had not yet broken and vegetation was not showing
at its best. There were few insects or flowers; only here and
there a vivid purple splash indicated a plant of Dendrobium
orchid perched up in a fork of the branches. I will leave more
detailed description till our return in the monsoon when every-
thing had come to life again. In the space of a few days on oui
outward journey we went through the gamut of the year's
seasons in reverse, starting from the perpetual high summer of
the subtropical zone, passing within a few hours into an ever-
green sub-temperate summer, then gradually rising to temperate
spring, till finally, after climbing abruptly on to the much
higher shelf, where stand the pretty chalets of Lachhen, we
were back again in a landscape of leafless trees, except for the
conifers; the first touch of spring was just showing in the red of
tree rhododendrons, the waxy white blooms of magnolias, and
the mauve of primulas dotted over the brown turf. When we
reached the glacier, after a brief stay in the village, we had
taken the final step back into a wintry snowbound world,
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